Preventive effect of a traditional herbal medicine, Hochu-ekki-to, on immunosuppression induced by surgical stress.
To examine the effect of preoperative administering of a Japanese traditional herbal medicine, Hochu-ekki-to (TJ-41), on immunosuppression induced by surgical stress in patients with gastrointestinal malignancies. To monitor the immune functions, the mitochondrial membrane potential (MMP) and natural killer (NK) cell activity prior to and following operation were measured in peripheral blood lymphocytes (PBL) in patients with (n = 20) or without (n = 27) the preoperative administering of TJ-41 for 7 days. The plasma catecholamine and interleukin (IL)-6 levels were also analyzed prior to and following the operation. The numbers of MMP-high CD56-positive cells (NK cells) and NK cell activities in the TJ-41-treated group were significantly higher than those in the control group (P = 0.026 and P = 0.037, respectively). An elevation of plasma noradrenaline and IL-6 following surgery was also inhibited by the preoperative administering of TJ-41 (P = 0.023 and P = 0.039, respectively). A positive correlation between MMP-high CD56-positive cell numbers and NK cell activity in PBL treated with carbonyl cyanide m-chlorophenyl hydrazone (CCCP) in vitro suggested that MMP measurement in CD56-positive cells can serve as a convenient alternative to evaluate the NK cell activity. Our findings suggest that the preoperative administering of TJ-41 prevents surgical stress-induced immunosuppression by maintaining the NK cell activity and inhibiting the elevation of stress mediators.